
Ask the Chief….. 

How long has the Lake County Sheriff’s Office SWAT Team been in existence? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

HISTORY OF THE LAKE COUNTY SWAT TEAM 
by 

Retired Chief Deputy Charles Caldwell 
 
 In June of 1974, Lt. Charles Caldwell of the Lake County Sheriff’s Office attended 
the 98th Session of the FBI National Academy in Quantico, Virginia.  Two of the courses 
that he took while attending the National Academy were the Formation of SWAT Teams 
and Training and Funding of SWAT Teams.  SWAT (Special Weapons and Tactics) 
teams were a new concept in the United States at that time and probably no more than 
50 of them were in existence.  The Los Angeles City Police Department has been 
credited with starting the first SWAT team in the United States and putting forth the idea 
that such a specialized team could be used when necessary to help the normal police 
operation in dealing with barricaded suspects or other types of violent activity that were 
above the normal daily activity of uniform patrol divisions.  The course that Lt. Caldwell 
took consisted of daily training classes for a period of three (3) months.  The instructor 
for this course at the FBI National Academy was David J. Kriskovich who was the head 
of the newly formed FBI SWAT team which he is credited with helping to start.  
Kriskovich was a former Army Green Beret and was skilled in the tactics of small 
fighting units and interdiction teams into critical areas as used in the military.  The newly 
formed SWAT concept in this early period was based on military tactics.  This course at 
the FBI National Academy had 50 students from all over the United States.   
 
 The concept of SWAT was very new in our country at that time.  Incidents such 
as the Watts riots (1965) in Los Angeles and the Texas tower incident at the University 
of Texas (1966) demonstrated the need for these types of teams.  Upon return to the 
Lake County Sheriff Office in September of 1974, Lt. Caldwell presented to then Sheriff 
Edwin H. Cunningham and Chief Deputy Richard Amiott the desire to form such a team.  
Initially, this did not go over very well and only through persistence was Lt. Caldwell 
able to convince Sheriff Cunningham and Chief Deputy Amiott of the need for such a 
team.  The Sheriff at that time did not want the team referred to as a SWAT team 
therefore the Lake County Sheriff’s Office named its team S.T.A.R. which stood for 
Special Tactics and Rescue.   There were probably not more than 50 such teams in the 
U.S. at this time. 
 
 In the fall of 1974, the Lake County Sheriff’s Office formed its SWAT team under 
the name of S.T.A.R.   There were no funds provided by the County for the formation of 
this team.  All members were voluntary and all money was either donated or obtained 
by trading in old equipment to obtain the necessary items that the team needed for 
startup.  Sheriff Cunningham was very helpful in the formation of this team and worked 
with the City of Painesville to have an old rescue truck purchased for $1.00 and painted 
and marked to look like a Sheriff’s Office vehicle.  This became the first vehicle the 



SWAT team used for transportation of its members and equipment for the next several 
years.  The Sheriff allowed the sale of outdated 45 caliber Thompson submachine guns 
to be traded in and new state of the art Israeli UZI 9mm 
caliber weapons to be bought for the team to be used.  
Members of the team purchased their own BDU’s, 
rappelling ropes, and much of their individual equipment 
that was needed for the startup of this team.  The 
formation of this team and its introduction to the public 
was kept quiet and out of sight until it was completely 
formed and trained.  The members of this first team are 
what made it successful.  They were totally voluntary.  
They purchased most of their equipment, they volunteered for training and for many of 
the initial responses that the team made.  Items like ballistic vests, helmets, gas masks 
and specialized weapons were departmentally purchased.  Without the generous time 
donated by members and the backing of Sheriff Cunningham and Chief Deputy Amiott 
and the persistence of Lt. Caldwell to form this team, it would have never taken place.   
The members of this team were:  Lt. Charles Caldwell, Chief Deputy Richard Amiott, 
Deputy Daniel Dunlap, Deputy Sam Avellone, Deputy Frank Pannel, Deputy Frank 
Osewalt, Jerry Hess, Dale Flood, Bill Zenzel, Ron Bigley and Gene Walker .      
 
 The team equipped itself and trained until the summer of 1975, when it was 
ready to be introduced to the public at an event that was held at the Lake County 
Sheriff’s Office Range on Blaise Nemeth Road in Painesville Township.  The team has 
been in existence since that time until the present.  It is the oldest standing SWAT team 
in the State of Ohio and to put this into perspective, the Cleveland Police Department 
started their SWAT team in 1979 and one of the founders of that team, Sgt. Bob 
O’Brien, who came to Lt. Caldwell to seek some input on the formation of SWAT teams.  
In the 1980’s the Mentor Police Department started their SWAT team and Jeff Reese of 
that department sought input from Lake County to help form their SWAT team as did 
Chuck LoBello from University Heights Police Department.  Since the inception of Lake 
County’s SWAT team, they have only had five (5) commanders of that team.  Charles 
Caldwell led the team from its inception in 1974 until 1989; Daniel Dunlap led the team 
from 1989 to 1991; Larry Greene led it from 1991 to 2003; Ron Walters from 2003 to 
2014 and Carl Dondorfer from 2014 to the present.   

 
 Each of these commanders brought with them 
some uniqueness to the team.  Daniel Dunlap 
commanded the team for two years where he had 
incidents that took place in Painesville City and other 
Sheriff’s Office jurisdictions and improved on training for 
the team in general.  He had also been one of the 
founding members of the team.  Larry Greene, who took 
over for Dunlap after Dunlap left the Sheriff’s Office to run 

for the position of Sheriff, joined the team in 1980 and was initially trained as a person 
for delivery of chemical agents on tactical missions.  He was promoted to a team leader 
in 1986.  Some of his accomplishments were he advocated and added five members of 



the Painesville City Police Department to the Lake County Sheriff’s Office SWAT team 
in the mid 90’s under the new Sheriff, Daniel Dunlap.  He also is credited for adding 
tactical medical services (TEMS) as a component of our SWAT team.  Rob Hendershot 
of the Painesville Fire Department and John Kloski of the Concord Fire Department 
were the first two tactical medics.  He also integrated hostage negotiators into the 
SWAT team and the first negotiator is now Chief Deputy Frank Leonbruno of the 
Sheriff’s Office who was then the Jail Administrator of the Sheriff’s Office.   In 2003 Ron 
Walters took over as commander of the Lake County Sheriff’s Office SWAT team and 
took it through the next 11 years and probably its largest growth and development.  He 
commanded the team during times when new equipment was added such as the Lenco 
Bear Cat in 2005 and the new support SWAT vehicle which was added in 2007.  
Walters also commanded the team during the time when Ashtabula and Geauga County 
Sheriff Offices were added.  The growth of the team during Walters’ command at one 
time reached over 30 members.  In 2014, Walters stepped down and its 5th and present 
commander, Carl Dondorfer, took over.  Carl is commanding the team during a time 
when new concepts such as surround and call out are being initiated as well as many 
technology advances such as the use of robots and other equipment to assist on some 
of the more extremely dangerous missions.  
 
 The Sheriff’s Office SWAT team has been in existence at this point for 41 years 
and is fortunate to have such long time leaders.  Only five leaders have commanded 
this team over its 41 year existence.  Through their leadership and dedication the Lake 
County Sheriff’s Office SWAT team has maintained incredible proficiency and 
professionalism.  They have successfully handled many highly dangerous situations 
and are an extremely qualified Level II SWAT team.  They through good training, 
tactics, leadership (and the grace of God) have never employed deadly force. 
 
 In 2005, the Lake County Sheriff’s Office received a Lenco Bear Cat armored 
vehicle.  It was purchased through Emergency Management Agency funding for 
approximately $185,000 and through the efforts of the 
EMA Director and former SWAT Commander Larry 
Greene.  This vehicle was presented to Sheriff Daniel 
Dunlap in March of 2005 for the Lake County Sheriff’s 
Office SWAT team.  Major Charles Caldwell and Cpt. 
Frank Leonbruno had it detailed with Sheriff’s 
markings along with a cute little character called The 
Weasel and although controversial in the beginning, 
the name and character remained and that vehicle is 
still dubbed The Weasel to this day.   
 
 In 2006, Major Charles Caldwell, Cpt. Frank Leonbruno and Cpt. Ron Walters 
designed the specifications for a support vehicle that would carry all the SWAT 
equipment such as weapons, night vision, sniper rifles, gas, entry devices, and anything 
else the team would need when called out on problem situations.  Funds for that vehicle 
were raised by Major Charles Caldwell and a check was received for $68,000 from the 
Willoughby Eagles for the purchase of that vehicle.  Those funds were presented to 



Sheriff Daniel Dunlap in a ceremony when the vehicle was taken possession of by the 
Sheriff’s Office SWAT Team at the Willoughby Eagles in Willoughby, Ohio in2007.   
 
 It became more apparent in the late 2000’s that SWAT teams were not going to 
be funded with any grants unless they became regionalized.  Major Charles Caldwell 
presented the idea to Cpt. Ron Walters and Cpt. Frank Leonbruno that we needed to 
seek the assistance of help outside the county such as Geauga and Ashtabula counties 
if our team were to survive.  Major Caldwell met with Sheriff Dan McClellan of the 
Geauga County Sheriff’s Office and Sheriff William Johnson of the Ashtabula County 
Sheriff’s Office and presented the idea to both of them that they put members of their 
organization and equipment on the Lake County Sheriff’s Office SWAT team so that it 
could become a regional team and secure more federal funding.  Both of these Sheriffs 
were excited and energetic to become involved in this process.  Major Caldwell then 
met with Sheriff Dan Dunlap and presented the idea to him and he agreed with the 
concept.  In approximately 2010, the Lake County Sheriff’s Office added the Geauga 
County Sheriff’s Office and the Ashtabula County Sheriff’s Office to its SWAT team.  
Other than the formation of this team in 1974, this was probably the most critical stage 
of the team’s history in that it assured its existence in additional federal funds as a true 
regional team.  This opened the door for Major Caldwell to solicit funds for replacement 
of ballistic vests and helmets, the purchase of entry ladders, listening devices, and other 
very expensive equipment which would have been difficult for the team to obtain without 
this status. 
 
 In the fall of 2013, Major Caldwell put together a proposal for the purchase of a 
second Lenco Bear Cat and made that proposal to the Grants Committee in 2014.  With 
the committee’s approval, a 2015 Lenco Bear Cat was purchased for approximately 

$200,000 to add to the team’s equipment.  In addition, a 
proposal has been made by Major Caldwell for an 
additional $50,000 grant for camera, gas insertion, and 
building breaching ram to be added to this vehicle in 
2016.  At this time a proposal is being made that the 
2005 Bear Cat be stationed at the Geauga County 
Sheriff’s Office so that it can be housed as part of the 
regional SWAT Team for faster response in that county.  
The new 2015 Bear Cat will be housed at the Lake 
County Sheriff’s Office.   

 
 History of any organization is extremely important.  The Lake County Sheriff’s 
Office has a rich history in many areas but surely one of its crown jewels is the 
formation of its SWAT team.  Putting this information down so that hopefully future 
generations will understand that there were men and women ahead of them who 
worked very hard to obtain things that they use today.  Without this written history, they 
would have no knowledge of where any of this came from. 
 
 
 



Charles Caldwell 
Retired Chief Deputy Lake County Sheriff’s Office    


